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Abstract 
The study investigated the strategies Iranian EFL learners employed for expressing thanking strategies in one specially designed situation. 
The participants included 15 Iranian EFL learners studying at a private English language Institute in Sari, Iran. These learners were chosen from 
different proficiency levels including elementary, intermediate and advanced levels. They were asked to complete a dialogue as a Discourse 
Completion Task in English. The participants were supposed to imagine themselves in this particular situation and respond accordingly based on 
their immediate reaction. The analysis of data based on Cheng's (2005) taxonomy of 8 strategies for expressing gratitude revealed that Iranian 
EFL learners used thanking strategies specially, "simple thanking" and "thanking mentioning the favour." Therefore, it revealed that there was
some degree of relationship between participants' proficiency levels and their choices of thanking strategies. 
© 2014 Yasami and Rastegar. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
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1. Introduction 
     Dell Hymes’ communicative competence (as cited in Brown, 2000) was a reaction to the narrowness of Chomsky's (1965) 
linguistic competence which discounted contextual appropriateness (Barron, 2003:8). Hymes claimed that children's insufficient 
grammar could not account for their social and functional rules of language and their ability to convey and interpret messages 
within specific context; therefore, he attributed these functions to communicative competence (as cited in Brown, 2000). Canale 
and Swain (1980), developed the definition of communicative competence into grammatical competence and sociolinguistic 
competence (as cited in Farnia & Raja Suleimani, 2009). A further distinction has been made by Canale (1983) between 
sociolinguistic competence and discourse competence (ibid, 2009). These models have been changed over the years and turned 
into the Bachman's (1990) model of language competence in which he placed grammatical and discourse competences under 
organizational competence, and illocutionary and sociolinguistic competences under pragmatic competence (Brown, 2000. p.248). 
     Illocutionary competence consists of the ability to manipulate the functions of language which are the purposes that we 
satisfy them with language, e.g., requesting, apologizing, greeting, thanking, etc., and they would not be accomplished without the 
forms of language (ibid, 2000). According to Austin (1962), communication is a series of communicative acts or speech acts 
which are used systematically to achieve certain goals (as cited in Pishghadam & Zarei, 2011). As Cheng (2005. p.9) stated, "the 
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production and comprehension of speech acts and their appropriateness in a given context constitutes one important aspect of 
pragmatic competence".  
     One of the most commonly used speech acts is thanking (as cited in Pishghadam & Zarei, 2011). Thanking is one of the 
major instruments which strengthen the bonds between the members of a society (as cited in Farnia & Raja Suleimani, 2009). 
Some researchers (Takahashi and Beebe, 1987) have realized that L2 proficiency is positively correlated with pragmatic transfer 
(as cited in Farnia & Raja Suleimani, 2009).They justified that more proficient learners have enough control over their L2 to 
convey L1 opinions at the pragmatic level; therefore, they are more likely to transfer L1 sociocultural norms than less proficient 
learners (ibid, 2009). 
     Since a few studies (Farnia & Raja Suleimani, 2009; Pishghadam & Zarei, 2011) were carried out on Iranian EFL learners' 
uses  of thanking strategies, the objective of the present study is to investigate thanking strategies used by Iranian EFL learners in 
different contexts and among different foreign language proficiency levels. 
2. Literature review 
     Farnia and Raja Suleimani (2009) conducted a pilot study to examine the speech act of expressing gratitude among Iranian 
EFL learners. Data were collected from 2 groups of Iranian EFL learners using a written Discourse Completion Tasks. L1 and L2 
data were also collected from a group of Iranian native speakers of Farsi and a group of American native speakers of English. The 
findings suggested that Iranian and American respondents used the same type of strategies in responding to the questionnaire; 
however, they differed in the frequency of the use of these strategies. The use of thanking and appreciation as the first and second 
most frequently used strategies by native speakers of English can be attributed to respondents' cultural values. Also, it was found 
that there was no correlation between language proficiency and the use of strategies. Besides, there were no statistically 
significant differences between EFL learners' and Americans' responses and this could mean that EFL learners' pragmatic 
competence was towards L2 norms. 
     Also, Pishghadam and Zarei (2011) investigated the strategies Iranian English learners employed for expressing gratitude 
in different situations and if there was a difference between males' and females' uses of these strategies. The results showed that 
Iranian learners felt obliged to show gratitude to others in every form possible for the favor they receive, and they used mostly 
thanking and positive feeling strategies. The findings also suggested that female Persian speakers used gratitude more often than 
the male ones. 
     In 2005, Cheng carried out an exploratory cross-sectional study of interlanguage pragmatic development of expression of 
gratitude by Chinese learners of English. The results showed that Chinese and English native speakers have different preferences 
for thanking strategies. They are significantly different in the length of speech and use of strategies. In addition, there is a positive 
effect of the length of residence in the United States on the English learners' pragmatic development. The results also showed 
evidence of pragmatic influence from L1 Chinese. Moreover, contextual variables, social status, familiarity and imposition, have 
a significant influences in the length of speech and the use of strategies for all subject groups. 
     Using an open ended questionnaire, Long (2010) investigated the use of apology strategies in Japanese gratitude situations 
to detect the difference in using expressions in several situations and with different interlocutors. According to him, two factors 
influenced the use of apology including 'regret and expectedness’. It was suggested by the researcher that apology was used to 
realize the relationship boundaries.  
     Also, Wong (2010) carried out a research to analyze the expressions of gratitude including the stem of “thanks” among 
Chinese speakers of English. Findings suggested that Chinese people used brief expressions of thank you which were often used 
as a terminating signal. 
  
     Based on Hymes's theory of gratitude, Fauziyah (2010) compared the gratitude expressions used between the male and 
female characters of "Rachel Getting Married" movie. It was revealed that women were more polite in expressing gratitude in all 
conditions, unlike men who expressed gratitude more in formal situations. 
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3. Research questions 
Does foreign language proficiency of Iranian EFL learners have any effects on their use of thanking strategies? 
 
4. Materials and methods 
4.1. Participants: 
     The participants in this study consisted of 15 Iranian EFL learners. They were studying English at a private language 
institute in Sari. They were chosen from different English proficiency levels including elementary, intermediate and advanced 
levels. Their average age was 15 years old, and all were females. 
4.2. Instrument: 
     A simple Discourse Completion Task was designed by the researcher to be completed by the participants. They were 
supposed to imagine themselves in this particular situation and respond accordingly based on their immediate reaction. The 
researcher completely explained them how they should answer the task by providing an example to them. 
4.3. Data analysis: 
     For data analysis after collecting samples of learner's language, the next step was to identify the thanking strategies based 
on Cheng's (2005) taxonomy of 8 strategies for expression of gratitude. Then the frequencies of the uses of these forms reflecting 
thanking strategies were counted. The taxonomy of the expression of gratitude developed by Cheng (2005) is as follows: 
1) Thanking 
A. thanking comprising simple thanking by only using the word "thank you" 
B. thanking by stating the favor (e.g., thank you for your help) 
C. thanking and mentioning the imposition caused by the favor (e.g., thank you for helping me cleaning the room) 
2) Appreciation 
A. using the word appreciates (e.g., I appreciate it) 
B. using the word appreciate and mentioning the imposition caused by the favor (e.g., I appreciate the time you spent for 
me) 
3) Repayment 
A. offering services, food… (next time is my turn) 
A. feeling indebted (I owe you one) 
B. promising future self-improvement (it won't happen again) 
4) Recognition of imposition 
A. by acknowledging the imposition (exemplified by statements such as I know you are not allowed to give me extra time) 
B. stating or diminishing the need for the favor (you shouldn't do that) 
5) Apology 
A. using the apologizer words (I am sorry) 
B. using apology by stating the favor (I am sorry for the problem I made) 
C. expressing embarrassment (I feel embarrassed) 
D. criticizing oneself (I am such a fool….) 
6) Positive feeling 
A. expressing positive reaction to a person (you are a life saver) 
B. expressing positive feeling to actions (such as this book was really helpful) 
7) Other expressions that do not belong to the mentioned strategies are categorized as other strategies comprising 
A. here statements (here you are) 
A. small talk 
B. leaves taking (goodbye) 
C. joking 
8) A letter by using titles and names, attention getter in addition to the other strategies forms the alerter strategy 
Also, the functional analysis (as cited in Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005) was carried out to determine the frequency of strategies 
which were used by each group of participants. 
x Identification the specific function (thanking) 
x Collection of learner’s language sample where the function is performed. 
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x Identification of different linguistic forms to perform the function. 
x Counting the frequency of use of each form used to realize function  
5. Results 
After analysing the data to answer the research question, these results were found:  
 
     As Table 1 shows, the participants used only thanking strategies, more specifically, simple thanking and thanking 
mentioning the favour. Only a few of them chose thanking and mentioning the imposition caused by the favour. All the 
elementary participants used only simple thanking in that special situation. Among the intermediate learners, 80 percent used 
simple thanking and 20 percent of the rest used thanking mentioning the favour. 40 percent of advanced participants chose simple 
thanking and 60 percent of them applied thanking mentioning the favour. Overall, 73 percent of the participants used simple 
thanking and 27 percent of the rest incorporated thanking mentioning the favour. 
 
Table1.  The frequencies of thanking strategies written in English version of DCT 
 Elementary Intermediate Advanced 
Simple thanking 100% 80% 40% 
Thanking mentioning the favour …… 20% 60% 
Thanking mentioning the imposition  
Caused by the favour 
….. ….. …… 
 
6. Discussion and conclusion 
     The study aimed at investigating the types of strategies used in thanking speech act among Iranian EFL learners of 
different proficiency levels. Considering the first objective of the study, the findings made it clear that Iranian EFL learners 
mostly used thanking strategies and its subcategories specially, simple thanking and thanking mentioning the favour. These 
findings are to some extent similar to Pishghadam and Zarei's (2011) study which showed that Iranian EFL learners mainly used 
thanking strategies and its subcategories (simple thanking, thanking mentioning the favour). The only difference was the positive 
feeling strategies that the present study could not show. Maybe, it was due to insufficient situations designed for learners to 
answer. 
 
     Contrary to the findings of Farnia and Raja Suleimani (2009) which claimed that there was no correlation between 
language proficiency and the use of these strategies, it was indicated that there was some degree of relationship between 
participants' proficiency levels and their choices of thanking strategies. 
  
     There are a few limitations to this study. First, the findings cannot be generalized to all Iranian EFL learners because of the 
small number of Iranian EFL learners in this study. Also, this study incorporated only one data collection instrument. Therefore, 
in order to obtain more realistic data and add to the reliability of the findings, further studies with a larger population and using 
more data collection instruments are recommended.  
 
     In conclusion, it can be inferred from the findings that EFL instructors should inform EFL learners of the differences and 
similarities between English and Farsi regarding the different strategies employed to express thanking in these cultures. 
Therefore, it is suggested that by exposing EFL learners to authentic target language in the classrooms, learners are introduced 
with socio-cultural differences between languages. 
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